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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

To address many policy questions, the Food and Consumer Service (FCS) needs information
about households that are eligible for Food Stamp Program (FSP) benefits. Therefore, it is important
to be able to use survey data to identify FSP-eligible households. However, determining whether
a household is eligible for the FSP requires a lot of detailed, often sensitive, information. Collecting
all the necessary information would make most surveys too long and place too much burden on the
respondent. The purpose of this report is to help FCS design survey questions that collect the
information needed to predict FSP eligibility given constraints on the number and types of questions
that can be included in the survey.

In this report, we compare the errors that would be made when predicting FSP eligibility using
different sets of information. These errors are estimated using data from the Survey of Income and
Program Participation (SIPP) and FSP-eligibility simulations made by the MATI-_ SIPP model?

Our general findings are summarized below:

· When information is available on only household size and whether gross income
exceeds a specified mount, the errors in predicting FSP eligibility are large. We
estimate that an error in predicting FSP eligibility would be made for 6.4 percent of all
households. Nearly one-quarter of households predicted to be FSP eligible would
actually be ineligible, and over I 1 percent of FSP-eligible households would be
predicted to be ineligible.

· Errors in predicting FSP eligibility can be decreased, but only slightly, by also
collecting information on whether anyone in the household is elderly, whether
everyone in the household receives public assistance, or whether the household has
earnings.

· Even if information is available on both gross and net income, but not assets, large
errors in predicting FSP eligibility would be made. We estimate that an error in
predicting FSP eligibility would be made for 6.2 percent of all households. In most
circumstances, the small reduction in prediction errors would not warrant including the
detailed and sensitive questions about income, earnings, and expenses needed to
calculate net income.

· To make good predictions of FSP eligibility, information is needed on assets. With
information on whether countable household assets exceeds a threshold (and on
household size, household income, and whether anyone in the household is elderly),

_MATH (Micro Analysis of Transfers to Households) is a registered tradename of Mathematica
Policy Research, Inc.
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prediction errors would be made for only 1.1 percent of all households. However,
collecting information on assets requires questions about the value of vehicles and
financial assets.

· Fairly good predictions of FSP eligibility can be made with information on just
financial assets and gross income. Prediction errors would be made for only 2.9
percent of households. But questions about financial assets are both sensitive, and
difficult, because respondents have to remember and add up the value of each asset.

· The largest "bang for the buck" comes from collecting information on vehicles. If
information on vehicle assets is available, errors predicting FSP eligibility would be
made for only 3.7 percent of all households. Although the prediction errors are larger
than if data on financial assets are collected, collecting information on the value of
vehicles requires only straightforward and nonthreatening questions. Because most
respondents do not know the value of their vehicles, information on the value of
vehicles is usually collected by asking about the make, year, and model of the vehicles
and finding their market prices from published lists.

· The choice of survey questions depends on whether a prediction of FSP eligibility is
to be made during the interview (as a screening criteria, for example) or by a researcher
at a later date. For example, it is currently infeasible to find the market price of a
vehicle quickly enough given its make, year, and model to use this information during
the interview.

· Reasonable predictions can be made using the age of the household's vehicles rather
than their value, and this information can be used to predict FSP eligibility during the
interview. With information on the age of the household's vehicles, gross income,
household size, and whether the household contains an elderly person, errors in
predicting FSP eligibility would be made for 4.6 percent of all households.

· Even better predictions can be made using information on whether the value of
financial assets exceeds a threshold in addition to the age of the household's vehicles.
With this information, predictions of FSP eligibility would only be incorrect for about
2.1 percent of all households. If the prediction of FSP eligibility needs to be made
during the interview the prediction errors cannot be reduced much further. However,
if the prediction of FSP eligibility does not need to be made during the interview,
prediction errors can be reduced by nearly half, to 1.1 percent, by also collecting
information on the make, year, and model of the household's vehicles.

· Predicting FSP eligibility is most difficult for households with elderly persons,
households with disabled persons, and households without earnings.

FCS is currently considering questions to include in the Continuing Survey of Food Intakes by
Individuals (CSFII). The following are our findings about errors that would be made predicting FSP
eligibility using the CSFII:
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· The information currently collected by the CSFII allows fairly good predictions of FSP
eligibility. Errors in predicting FSP eligibility would be made for only 2.9 percent of
all households. About 12 percent of all households predicted to be FSP eligible would
actually be ineligible, and about 5 percent of all FSP-eligible households would be
predicted to be ineligible.

· The best way to further reduce the errors in predicting FSP eligibility made using the
CSFII further would be to add questions about vehicles. With additional information
on vehicles, errors in predicting FSP eligibility would be made for only 1.1 percent of
all households.

· If cost and burden considerations mean that information on fmancial assets could no

longer be collected by the CSFII, the errors in predicting FSP eligibility would
approximately double in size.
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I. INTRODUCTION

To address many research questions of policy interest, the Food and Consumer Service (FCS)

of the U.S. Department ofAgxiculmre (USDA) needs information about households that are eligible

for Food Stamp Program (FSP) benefits. Therefore, it is important to be able to identify FSP-eligible

households using survey data. However, this requires a lot of detailed, often sensitive, information.

Collecting all the necessary information would make most surveys too long and place too much

burden on the respondent? The challenge is to design a small set of survey questions that can be used

to make good, although not perfect, predictions of FSP eligibility without placing a large burden on

the respondent.

The purpose of this report is to help FCS design survey questions that collect information

needed to predict FSP eligibility given constraints about the number and type of questions that can

be included in the survey. Our basic approach is to estimate the errors that would be made when

predicting FSP eligibility with different sets of information. We estimate these errors with data from

the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) and the FSP-eligibility determinations made

by the MATI-I ® SIPP model, a microsimulation model developed by Mathematica Policy Research,

Inc. We show how the errors that occur predicting FSP eligibility change when different sets of

information are used. Knowledge of these prediction errors will help FCS make more informed

decisions about which questions to include in surveys to predict FSP eligibility.

The Continuing Survey of Food Intakes by Individuals (CSFII) conducted by the Agricultural

Research Service of the USDA collects information on dietary intake, program participation, and

some socioeconomic characteristics and is often used by FCS to investigate issues relevant to the

las about 31 percent of FSP-eligible households do not participate in the program (Stavrianos,
1997), this population cannot be identified from program records.
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FSP. The content of the next version of the CSFII is currently under consideration. This report

estimates the errors in determining FSP eligibility that would be made using the information

currently collected by the CSFII. It also estimates the degree to which the errors would increase if

asset information was not collected by the CSFII and suggests questions that could be added to the

CSFII to reduce the errors in predicting FSP eligibility.

Chapter II of this report describes the information needed to predict FSP eligibility and issues

that arise in its collection. Chapter III describes the methodology underlying the analysis in this

report. Chapter IV presents estimates of the errors that would occur using different sets of

information to predict FSP eligibility. We discuss the implications of our findings for the design of

questionnaires in Chapter V. Chapter V also discusses the specific issue of the best way to predict

eligibility using data currently collected by the CSFII, what the errors would be, and how the errors

would increase if asset information was not collected by the survey. It also suggests questions that

could be added to the CSFII to reduce the errors made in predicting FSP eligibility.
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II. INFORMATION NEEDED TO PREDICT FSP ELIGIBILITY AND
ISSUES IN ITS COLLECTION

This chapter describes the information needed to predict FSP eligibility and discusses some

issues related to its collection. We begin by summarizing the FSP-eligibility standards. We then

describe the information needed to apply those standards. Finally, we describe the issues that arise

in the collection of this information.

A. THE FSP ELIGIBILITY STANDARDS

The Food Stamp Act of 1977, as mended, established national eligibility standards for the FSP.

An FSP caseworker reviews the applicant's application form and other documentation and conducts

an interview with the applicant (or an authorized representative) to determine whether the applicant

meets those standards. The standards are complicated--the detailed federal regulations that describe

the eligibility standards comprise nearly 100 pages of fine print. An overview of the standards

follows:

The food stamp beneficiary unit, the "household," is generally defined as individuals who live

together and customarily purchase food and prepare meals together. In some circumstances, elderly

persons who need care from relatives can be counted as a FSP household apart from the relatives

with whom they eat.

Most households are subject to three financial eligibility standards:

· Gross Income Standard. Monthly gross counted income must not exceed 130 percent
of the federal poverty level. Counted income includes earned income, Temporary Aid
to Needy Families (TANF), other public assistance benefits, social security and other
retirement benefits, and income from interest and dividends. Households with elderly
or disabled persons are not subject to this standard.

3



· Net Income Standard. Monthly net counted income must not exceed 100 percent of the
federal poverty level. Counted income is equal to monthly gross income minus up to
five allowable deductions:

- A standard deduction of $134 for the continental U.S.

- An earnings deduction of 20 percent of earned income

- Out-of-pocket costs of dependent care related to the household member
working, training, or going to school, up to a maximum per month

- Medical expenses of elderly or disabled persons exceeding $35 per person

Shelter costs in excess of 50 percent of remaining gross income after applying
other deductions, subject to a cap of $250 in the continental U.S.

- Any legally-owned child support payments made by a noncustodian parent
of a child living outside the food stamp household

· Asset Standard. Countable assets of most household must not exceed $2,000.
Countable assets of households with elderly persons must not exceed $3,000. Countable
assets include cash, checking and savings accounts, stocks and bonds, and most
retirement accounts. Countable assets also include vehicles if the vehicle is not used to

produce income or transport disabled persons. Vehicles are generally valued at the fair
market value (as listed in the "blue book" of vehicle prices) minus $4,650. If a
household owns more than one vehicle, all vehicles other than the primary vehicle that
are not used to commute are valued at the greater of (1) the fair market value minus
$4,650 and (2) the equity value of the vehicle.

These three eligibility standards differ slightly by household. If all members of the household

receive public assistance--TANF (previously AFDC), Supplemental Security Income (SSI), or

General Assistance--the household is categorically eligible for food stamp benefits and need not pass

these three eligibility standards. Households that contain an elderly person (defmed as 60 years of

age or older) or a disabled person (defined as a person who receives certain benefits because of their

disability) must meet only the net income and asset standards and not the gross income standard. _

lA person is defined as "disabled" for the purposes of determining FSP eligibility if they receive
(continued...)
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Also shelter deductions are not capped for elderly or disabled households. Elderly households can

have countable assets of as much as $3,000 and still be eligible for FSP benefits.

Other eligibility rules may deny households eligibility for the FSP. Two important new rules

are (I) the work requirement and (2) the citizenship requirement, both of which were introduced by

the Personal Responsibility and Work Oppommity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA). Other

persons excluded from FSP eligibility are: individuals on strike unless they were eligible prior to

going on strike, most persons in institutionalized settings, certain students, and those who

intentionally violate program rules.

To be eligible for FSP benefits under the work requirement rule, a person who received food

stamp benefits for three or more months (consecutive or otherwise) during the preceding 36-month

period must have done one of the following while receiving food stamp benefits: (1) worked 20 or

more hours per week, (2) participated in the workfare program, or (3) participated in a work program

for 20 or more hours per week. Persons exempt from this provision include any person who is under

18 or over age 50, pregnant, medically certified as physically or mentally unfit for employment, a

parent or other household member with responsibility for a dependent child, and any person who is

exempt from FSP work registration. Also, USDA may waive the work requirement if the area where

a person resides has insufficient jobs or an unemployment rate of 10 percent or higher.

Under PRWORA, nearly all persons who are not U.S. citizens are ineligible for food stamp

benefits. Exceptions are made for the following: (1) permanent resident aliens who have worked in

the U.S. for 40 or more quarters and their spouses and minor children, (2) permanent residential

_(...continued)
benefits related to disability, including federal or state SSI associated with a disability, and disability
retirement benefits from a government agency for a disability that is considered permanent. Persons
determined eligible to receive Medicare who also receive annuity payments under the Railroad
Retirement Act, as well as veterans and the surviving spouse or child of a veteran, who are in need
of regular aid and attendance are also considered disabled by the FSP.
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aliens who are veterans or active duty members of the U.S. military and their spouses and minor

children, and (3) aliens granted refugee status, political asylum, or a stay of deportation within the

past five years.

B. INFORMATION NEEDED TO PREDICT FSP ELIGIBILITY

Although not exhaustive, Table II.1 lists most of the information needed to predict FSP

eligibility. At a minimum, to make a credible prediction of FSP eligibility, information is needed

on household size and gross income. (Household size is needed to determine the appropriate

poverty threshold to use when applying the income standard.) Applying just the three eligibility

standards requires twelve pieces of information about the household. And collecting many of these

pieces of information requires more than one survey question. Examples of questions that collect

this information are provided in Appendix A.

C. ISSUES IN COLLECTING INFORMATION NEEDED TO PREDICT FSP
ELIGIBILITY

Designers of survey questions to collect information needed to predict FSP eligibility must

consider three general issues. The "best" questions to ask in a survey will depend on trade-offs

among these issues.

The first issue is how well the information collected by the questions can predict FSP eligibility.

This report presents estimates of the errors that will be made to predict FSP eligibility with different

sets of information.

The second issue is the likelihood that the questions will lead to nonresponse, either to the

question or to the rest of the survey. Nonresponse is more likely if the questions pertain to sensitive

issues such as income, assets, disability, and citizenship. However, these questions can be made

6



TABLE II.i

MAIN ITEMS OF INFORMATION NEEDED TO PREDICT
FSP ELIGIBILITY AND ISSUES IN THEIR COLLECTION

i!i? ...........................     i   ii i i   ii!ii iii !i  ii ! i i i !i i i! ii i  iiiiii iiiiii  iiiii  iii iiii  i iiii i  i ii?!i ?!?ii?ii iii ii?ii iii?ii iiiiliiii!!i ! i?i?i?!?!'!ii?!ii ii ii!i'?!!i iiiii?i i?i?iil ?i ii!i i?ii?ii?i!?i?i!!!'
Household Size Not usually sensitive Difficultto replicatethe rules definingthe FSP household

Household Income Sensitive--especially if question asks for Requires questions about each source of income if an accurate amount is
amount rather than whether less than a needed. Otherwise, requires respondent to sum over all sources of income.
threshold Informationon whethertotal incomeis lessthan a thresholdamountis

required if only a gross income rule is to be used.

Receipt of Public Not usually sensitive Straightforward question to ask
Assistance

Age of Household Not usually sensitive Need only whether anyone in the household is 60 years of age or older if
Members differentrulesaretobeappliedtoelderlyhouseholds.Needageof

-.a everyoneinthehouseholdifworkrequirementrulesaretobesimulated.

Whether any Household May be sensitive Question needs to ask respondents whether they receive benefits because of
MemberisDisabled a disability.Thisisadifficultquestion.

Financial Assets Very sensitive-- especially if question asks Requires a question on each asset if an accurate amount is needed.
for amount rather than whether less than a Otherwise, requires respondent to sum over ali assets. Need only ask
threshold whethertotalassetsare lessthana specifiedthreshold.

Vehicle Assets Not usually sensitive Requires information about the market value of each vehicle, the equity
value of all vehicles other than the primary vehicle, and the use of each
vehicle.

The market value of a vehicle can be estimated using values published in
the Blue Book, if the age, make, and model of the vehicle are known.

Earnings May be sensitive-- especially if question Requires information on total earnings of all adult members of the
asks for amount rather than whether less household ifnet income rule is to be simulated.
than a threshold



TABLE !I.1 (continued)

i!ilii?_'_-__;2_i!_iii_;!/!i?:iiiiiiiis?!?iiii?ii?ii?ii{iii?iiiiliii':_??_i!i?ililiiiiili!i!iill!iiiii!iilililiiiiiiii:iiiiilili'iiii?i?iPi?iii?iiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!iiiii'iiiiiiiiiiiilii_iiiiiiilii!i_i ?_!?iiii_i?i_iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!i'il!ilii!iiiiiiiiiiiiiiii?ii!!i!i!!!iiiiliiiiiiiiiiii?i?ili?iliiii!?iiiiii!iiiiii?iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiililiiiiiiiii!iiiiiiiiii?Piiii'
Medical Care Expenses Not usually sensitive. Requires the respondent to understand what is meant by "elderly" and
for Elderly and Disabled "disabled." Question needs to make clear which medical expenses are
Persons included. Requires information on the amount of out-of-pocket expenses if

the net income rule is to be simulated. May be difficult for respondents to
remember out-of-pocket expenses.

Dependent Care Not usually sensitive. The question must state that dependent-care costs include only those
Expenses expenses incurred while the person _sat work or in school or training and

only out-of-pocket expenses. Requires information on the amount of
expenses if the net income rule is to be simulated.

Shelter Costs Not usually sensitive. Shelter costs consist of rent, mortgage, property taxes, insurance payments,
and utility expenses. Need to ask several questions for accurate
information. Requires information on all shelter costs if the net income rule

oo is to be simulated. Difficult for the respondents to recall.

Child Support Payments May be sensitive. Requires questions about child support that specify that the support is
legally owed.

Citizenship Very sensitive Need to knowhow manypeoplein thehouseholdare U.S.citizens.

Work and FSP Not usuallysensitive. Need to know when in the previous 36 months a respondent participated in
Participation History the FSP, whether they worked during that time, and how many hours they

worked. Difficult for respondents to recall this information.



less sensitive by asking, for example, whether income or assets are less than a specific amount rather

than asking for the amount of income or assets. And asking sensitive questions at the end of the

questionnaire is less likely to lead to nonresponse because a rapport has developed between the

interviewer and respondent. Also, a respondent refusing to complete the survey because of a specific

question matters less if the offending question is near the end of the questionnaire.

The third issue is the number of questions that need to be asked to collect a piece of information

and the resulting increase in survey costs and respondent burden. Some information, such as

whether the household is elderly, can be assessed with just one short, simple question. Other

information requires several complicated and lengthy questions. For example, it may be difficult for

a household to calculate all its assets without spending time thinking about the value of each

household asset, because it requires the respondent to think of every asset the household has and

remember its value. At a minimum, collecting information on assets requires separate questions

about the value of financial and vehicle assets.

Specific issues related to the collection of each type of information are listed in Table II. 1.





III. METHODOLOGY

This chapter describes the way we would estimate the errors that would be made predicting FSP

eligibility using different sets of information. We begin by describing the SIPP and the MATH SIPP

model. Section B provides an overview of our approach. Section C describes our analysis of the

errors that are made when predicting FSP eligibility using survey data. Section D discusses some

caveats to the analysis in this report.

A. SIPP AND THE MATH MODEL

The analysis in this report uses data from SIPP, is a nationally representative longitudinal survey

of households in the U.S. that provides detailed monthly information on income, labor force activity,

and program participation. Information on assets and expenses necessary to determine program

eligibility is collected in topical modules. For this analysis, we combine Wave 7 of the 1992 SIPP

panel and Wave 4 of the 1993 SIPP panel. This creates a cross-section sample of 37,101 households

using information on January 1994.

The MATH SIPP model uses information from SIPP and the FSP eligibility standards to

simulate whether each household in the sample is eligible for the FSP. The model replicates the

actual FSP eligibility determination process by mimicking the work of an FSP caseworker as closely

as possible. _ It predicts that about 16 percent of the households in the January 1994 SIPP sample

are FSP-eligible.

While SIPP contains more information than any other household survey, it does not contain

everything necessary to replicate the eligibility determination process of an FSP caseworker. Seven

limitations are noteworthy:

1Details of the MATH SIPP model are provided in Sykes (1994).
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